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WOMEN AND INCOME TAX. 


For women the most outstanding and vital feature of it- 
come tax is that, in the eyes of the Crown, a woman’s income 
still belongs to her husband. This circumstance ig of import- 
ance to all women married or single, since the unmarried woman 
may in due course become the married. Therefore we must all 
thoroughly realise our position, get the facts right into our 
minds and let them soak well in, so that we may clearly 
understand what we are talking about and what we are agitat- 
ing for. It must be expléined that only women of the United 
Kingdom are treated thus, women of foreign countries and the 
Colonies do not. lie under these medizval disabilities. The 
United Kingdom in this connection consists of England, Ire- 
land, Scotland and Wales, but not the Isle of Man nor the Chan- 
nel Islands. 44 

As we are dealing with the ‘‘King’s Taxes,’ it is also 
proper and legitimate to refer to the Crown as being techni- 


| cally the authority responsible for the existing state of affairs. 


Anyone who has had occasion to examine income tax forms 
knows that the following invariably appears thereon: ‘‘ the in- 
come of a married woman is deemed to be the income of the 
husband,’’ and only a few years ago, this sentence ended: ‘‘ not- 
withstanding the Married Women’s Property Acts.’’ 

It is of curious significance that after some correspondence 
had passed between the Treasury and myself in 1910 the latter 
words disappeared from the forms, the Crown authorities evi- 
dently realising that they were of a provocative nature inviting 
a challenge, and were, in effect, asking for trouble. -This cor- 
respondence had taken the shape of an enquiry by meas to how 
the Married Women’s. Property Acts could be set at naught in 
this way and the reply was ‘‘The Crown is not bound by the 
Married Women’s Property Acts.’’? Photographs of this letter 
will be supplied by me to anyone interested. 

Now the Married Women’s Property Acts have been in force 
since 1882, that is, for nearly forty years. If they are not yet 
effective and binding on all classes of the community the ques- 
tion arises when will they become so and how can women hasten 
that desirable consummation. | 

In overriding a measure which was. passed to secure 


- women’s indisputable right to their property the (Crown takes 
its stand on an Act which stood on the Statute Book as long ago 


as 1803 if not kefere then. It was at about this time that income 


tax was first instituted, and the original Income Tax Act. said 
120 years ago, just as do the Income Tax-forms of to-day: ‘‘ the 
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(sensation). I frankly admit it had nothing whatever to do with 
my subject, which was matried women, and so it was wholly ~ 
irrelevant. But they rose splendidly to the bait. What! Where ? 
When! Why! How! could such things be? Preposterous! 
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income of a married woman is deemed to be the income of the 
husband.’’ Most people will agree that in these days of rapid 
progress any Act isin danger of becoming a hoary antique in the 
course of a century and a quarter. 

Will modern woman go on submitting to be governed by 
the laws and theories which were contrived for the proper sub- 


jection of their great-great-grandmothers. 


It is amlusing to note that the Royal Commission recently 
appointed to inquire into income tax naively asserts in its report 
that “‘this aggregation of the income of husband and wife is not 
dependent on any medizeval conception of the subordination of 
women nor is it a sex disability.’? “Thinking women will draw 
their cwn conclusions as to the value of this assertion in the face 
of the actual facts. The one woman member of the Commission, 
placed thereon to voice women’s views as a concession to women’s 


agitation for a representative, has staunchly dissociated ‘herself _ 
from the views of her male colleagues and stands uncompromis- 


ingly for observance of the Married Women’s Property Acts and 
the independent status of the wife. She is supported by one 
intrepid man (out of 21). but the rest of the Commission ‘‘con- 
clude that the women’s grievance is more vocal than real,’’ and 
they recommend the Chancellor of the Exchequer to maintain 


the status quo, which means of course the continued repudia-. 


tion by the Crown of the Married Women’s Property Acts. In 
the course of my own evidence before. this Commission they 
were surprised to learn that the reference in the Income Tax 
Act to “anv infant, married woman, lunatic, idiot or insane per- 
son’’ was resented by women generally, mattied or single. An 
M.P. asked “‘Do you mean to tell us that women really mind’’ ? 
while others grinned and tittered, so that I had to appeal to the 
Chairman for less levity in a serious matter. Another suggested 
to me that the grievance probably arose from married women. 


being sandwiched between infants and lunatics, and if they 


ce ” 


infants,’’ or alterna- 
insane persons,’’ this would satis- 


were put first, taking precedence of the 
tively, last, following the ‘“‘ 
factorily meet the objection ! 

Perhaps it is not necessary for us to accept without question 
the ‘‘conclusions’’ of gentlemen whose view of women does not 
rise above this level. But I could not refrain from subjecting 
these gentlemen to a slight experiment. I mentioned as I was 
on the point of leaving that it was strange that the Income T'ax 


Act provided, as one of the necessary qualifications of a General |. 


Commissioner of Taxes, that. he must be an “‘eldest Son” 


Where was the Act? Let it be produced for inspection ! 


- Now, of course (this being a Royal Commission appointed : 
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to enquire exhaustively into the workings of income tax and. 
for whose special benefit the Income ‘Tax Act had been consolid- 

ated a few months previously in order to guide and assist them 

in their labours) nobody had a copy apparently except the mere 

witness whe naturally would be thus equipped. And between a 

Commission and a witness there is a great gulf fixed of carpet, 

chairs and tables and such impedimenta. So they knew not 

whether the witness was pulling their leg or not. But I wasn’t, 
il was quite true; it is in the Act. 

Now readers will (or perhaps wili not) be extremely sur- 
prised to hear that.in their report the Commission quite quietly 
and unobtrusively drops the ‘‘eldest son’’ overboard, and 
recommends strictly up-to-date qualifications for (Commissioners 
of Taxes. So it will be secn that there are some anachronisms 
which men simply cannot tolerate. 

The false assertion that a wife’s income belongs to her hus- 
band is in itself a sufficient grievance, but it involves a host of 
incidental grievances which follow logically in its train. 

This aggregation of two persons’ incomes as if they were 
the income of one person only, and the consequent treatment of 
the total as if it were one income, creates a penalty on marriage. 
The income thus produced by means of this fiction, becomes 
liable to heavier tax than would the individual incomes. Mr. 
Lloyd George receiving a deputation of the Women’s Tax 
Resistance League in 1914 on this self-same question was frankly 
cynical and time-serving in regard to it. He declared unhesitat- 
ingly that no one could or would attempt to defend the Crown’s 
position on the ground of justice; expediency was the sole 
argument which could be put forward. The Revenue gained 24 
Millions a year by it. (This *was just prior to the outbreak of 
War). The present Chancellor of the Exchequer told the most 
recent deputation that the Revenue now gets 2c Millions a year 
by it, which sum would shortiy increase to 50 Millions a year; 
rather as if the magnitude of this sum would wipe out the in- 
justice. Mr. Lloyd George’s figures may have been and probably 
were correct: I regard Mr. Chamberlain’s figures however, and 
particularly itis forecast as involving a mathematical impossibil- 
ity, unless he anticipates the adoption of polygamy and every 
man nAeHS three wives. If the amount took five years to grow 
from 2% millions a year to 20 millions a year, what on earth 
could cause it suddenly to jump up another 30 millions a year (I 
_ suppose by “‘ Shortly ’? one would imply by a year or'so). Or 
test these figures another way. Even if all married people paid 
at the full rate. (which they don’t) the full tax has only increased 
in five years about fivefold (from 1/2 to 6 /-) but the yield from 
married people we. are told has increased at eight-fold in the 
same period (from 2} millions to 20 millions). But the yield is 
“‘shortly’’ to become 50 millions a vear or twenty times what it 
was in 1914. I wonder how it’s done, . I wish Mr, Chamberlain: 
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would tell us. Tip rassel graphically his figures mean that the 
marriage tax grows at the following rate :— 
In 1919 24 millions —— 
Now 20 millions 
Shortly. to riage 
50 millions.* 

Evidently the tax on marriage is a thriving plant which 
grows at a remarkable pace, like Jack’s beanstalk (the printer 
has had to put it horizontally instead of vertically to save space). 

- Mr. Chamlerlain must try again. Having to rely for argu- 
ment on the benefit it brings to the State when he really doesn’t 
know what this ‘‘benefit’’ is worth materially, he would frighten 
us with guess work Apures, like a nurse trying to quiet a child 
with a bogey. 

Another argument now brought forth is the greater ‘“‘abil- 
ity to pay’’ of married people. But does a legal or religious 
ceremony confer increased ability to pay taxes? 

Has an officially married pair having between them £700 a 
year a-greater ‘‘ability to pay’’ than a bachelor and spinster 
living together as husband and wife and having between them a 
similar amount of income. If so there must be something super- 
natural attaching to the Chuich and the Registry Office. We 
shall hear a great deal from Mr. Chamberlain about this ‘‘ability 
to pay’’ because the Royal Commission harp on: this string inces- 
santly. 

Then we are told that married people are favoured by having 
the ‘‘allowance for children.’? But everybody can get this 
allowance if they ‘‘adopt’’ a child (or children, as the number is 
apparently unlimited) it has nothing whatever to do with 
marriage as such, ‘‘unofficially married’’ couples ‘‘adopt’’ their 
children and get the same allowances. Young women earning 
their livings ‘‘adopt”’ their little brothers and sisters in order to 
decrease the tax or escape it altogether. 


Where in all this can we perceive any proof of the greater > 


‘‘ability to pay’’ of married people. 

_ But “‘married people pool their incomes.’’ So however do 
sisters, or mothers and daughters, or friends, or many other 
groups if they share a home. I know of women who ‘have an 
income of their own and a family of young children and babies 
each of whom has an income of its own. But nobody suggests 
that there is here a greater ability to pay than if the children 
were not provided for or the various groups were living as soli- 
tary units. 


If ability to pay is the criterion, why should not the income | 


of a new born baby living with its parents be deemed to be the 
income of its father? One would think the possession of a baky 
with an income would increase a-person’s abilitv to pay quite as 


* Since the above’ was written he has aH again, and makes it 18 
millions instead of 50 millions ! 
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5 
much, or rather more, than the possession. of a wife with an 
income, 

- The fact is the siemens of the marriage tax. don’t. know 
whee to turn for a rational argument with which to bolster up 
an essentially false position. They had tar better abandon the 
hypothesis that a wife’s income is merely a part of her husband’s 
income, and accept the truth that a woman’s income is her own 
whether she is: married or single. 

‘Not content with penalising marriage itself, the false hypo- 
thesis humiliates the married woman, depriving her of all status 
and placing her in a most undignified position as compared with 
her husband. ‘Technically (i.e. from the Crown’s point of view) 
she has no income; In muiany cases the husband is ordered as be- 
ing his wife’s tutor, trustee, factor, curator, receiver, agent etc., 
to give full particulars of her income. This happens in my own 
case. The husband is ordered (in the ‘‘ return ’’ to be made by 
an employer) to give the names and addresses of the persons 
. whom he employs (in his wife’s business) and say how much he 
pays each of them, 

If a wife desires to recover tax deducted from hee Rivide sda, 
rents etc., she has to observe a bewilderingly complicated and 
irritating ritual not. A dui on any ddd members of the com- 
munity. 

A certain form must be filled up at a fixed and psychological 
-motent every year. The Revenue officials have instructions to 
place every possible obstacle in the way of wives who seek to 
perform the ritual, so that in five years I have only known two 
women to have achieved their objective and that only in spite of 
the determined efforts of officials to choke them off. “The ritual 
consists in declaring at a certain time that in a year’s time from 
then the wife will make a claim for tax overpaid during such 
forthcoming year. Therefore a woman whose father dies just 
after the critical moment, leaving her an income (she having 
previously had no income) cannot claim in respect of the year in 
which her father dies kecause, not knowing he is going to die 


and leave her an income she fails to notify the authorities a year 


in advance of her intention to reclaim tax on the income het 
father is going to leave her on his death. ‘This sounds a fear- 
fully involved process and so it is, intentionally so. ‘The Royal 
Commission says, as if it were a matter of surprise, that wives do 
not practise the ritual and are apparently unaware of it. Hus- 
bands of course can claim their wives’ overpaid tax at any time 
they like without giving any previous notice or observ- 
ing any different formalities from single people. I. recently 
handed a man £150 (he had no income of his own) which his. 
wife couldn’t claim herself because she didn’t know her father 
was going to die and leave her an income and so she hadn’t given 
a year’s previous notice of her intention to reclaim tax on an in- 





| ee come: whick she hadn’t then got. The husband hadn’t given any 
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‘notice either, but in his case it wasn’t necessary of course. It 
was his own income according to the Inland Revenue, and: why 


should obstacies be placed ‘in the way of a man seeking to re-. 


cover tax on his own income. 

Another’ woman (in service) having saved and invested 
a-part of her earnings claimed repayment of the overpaid. tax 
on her dividends. She was told that, being a married woman, 


her claim could not be entertained; the claim could only be made 


by her husband and the money would only be repaid to him. 
Yet the husband was an interned enemy alien. But this of 
course did not trouble the Inland Revenue authorities, to them 
the wife was merely an ignorant and tiresome creature who was 
asking them for money which. did not belong to her. She will 
never get her own money unless and until her sister women 
stand up for the rights of the married woman. 

The wife of a clergyman is vainly trying to recover income 
tax on her dividends. Her hustand has no income, he has ‘been 
unfrocked by his Bishop, and his domestic conduct was so re- 
prehensible that the wife was compelled to ‘expel him from her 
house. Yet the Inland Revenue insists that the sum overpaid 
can only be returned to this man. 

In another case an enthusiastic patriot (a married woman) 
has presented to the nation as an absolute gift a valuable free- 
hold property to provide a home for men broken in the great 
war. The Government accepted it from her on behalf of the 
Nation, no suggestion was made that it was not her own property 
tu do as she liked with. Having resigned the property absolutely 
she no longer has any income therefrom, but the question arose 
of repayment of the tax which had been overpaid on the income 
up to the time she gave it away. The Inland Revenue is now 
ergaged in repaying this tax to the lady’s husband on the 
ground that it’ was his property. 

I know many cases where women who could not reclaim 
their overpaid tax themselves are able as executors to reclaim it 
as part of their husband’s estate. 

_ A relative of my own died leaving his estate entirely to his 
sohs by his first wife, his second wife having some small means 
of her own and so’ being left to provide for herself and her 
daughters by him. Her stepsons were left executors as well as 
legatees; when the widow applied for her overpaid tax she was 
told that it belonged to her husband’s estate, and her stepsons 
were the only people entitled to it, and whose claim could be 


considered by the Inland Revenue. Whenever a man dies, his 
wife’s income tax is held to belong to his estate and is claimed by 
the executors even though as often happens the estate is left to | 


persons other than the wife: 


-I could retail many such cases as the Abdo just culled at 


random from my own” practice: until readers were nauseated. 


But it will be seen that'they all illustrate the offigial theory that a 


be go eine es 
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a married woman can have no income, it belongs to her busband 
in all circumstances until death (or. the Divorce (Court) has put 


an end to the marriage. 


Men will not alter this state of Satie because any advantage 
is wholly on their side, they score every time. It is up to women 


- alone to say it shall not continue. Even the Labour Party which 


talks a lot of sex equality has officially supported Mr. Cham 
berlain in his contemptuous attitude to the claims of married 
women. ‘ 

Mr. Chamberlain must. be made to understand that wives 
claim the right equally with single women or with men, to decide 
for themselves how their property shall be disposed of, and that 
the undemocratic claim put forward by the Crown will be toler- 
ated no longer, but met with fierce resistance. It will not be 
difficult to abolish this anomaly, this insuppertable anachronism, 
if we married women stand solidly together for. observance of 
cur hardly-won rights. | 

Mr. Chamberlain has stated in the House of Commons that 
‘‘ The Married Women’s Property Act enabled the wife to hold 
property in her own.control, instead of having her property 
under the control of her husband, and there is nothing in the 
Income Tax to alter that or diminish the right of the wife in any 
respect whatever. There is no infringement of the Married 
Women’s Property Act, nothing of the kind.’ But if Mr. Cham 
berlain is. right, how comes it that a wife cannot get her own 
money when she asks for it, yet her husband can? Have the 
married women in the cases quoted above had their rights dimin- 
ished or not? I feel sure they would tell Mr. Chamberlain that 
they had, beyond all peradventure. His assertions can only lead 
to one of two conclusions: (a) that he is totally ignorant of in- 


come tax procedure, or (b) that he was intentionally camou- 


flaging the facts in order to mislead the House of Commons. I — 
would respectfully invite him to tell the Inland Revenue officials 


exactly the same thing that he has told the Members of Parlia- 


ment. If he would do so, his good faith would be established and 
our grievance would be removed, as we want only official observ- 


ance of the Married Women’s Property Act, no more and no less. 


I defy Mr. Chamberlain to refute the facts in any one of the 
cases I have quoted. Even as I write Iam akout to hand’a man 


who has no income of his own a cheque for £100 being overpaid 


income tax on his wife’s income refunded by the Inland Revenue, 


at the same time last year he received £150 in the same cireum- 


stances. 

Task readers to conaitien the two following letters both eman- 
ating from.the Inland Revenue. The first one is the official 
formula presented to married women who are innocent enough 
to suppose they can claim their own money. 

: “TI beg to point out that the Board of Inland Revenue are 


not prepared to admit claims by married women unless there is 
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evidence of divorce or legal separation.’ The second one is a ‘¥ 
circular sent out to male Civil Servants in reference to their — 
Pensions (or salaries as the case may be). ‘ By an arrangement 
sanctioned by the Board of Inland Revenue the relief on the 
whole of your wife’s taxed income at 3/- in the £ will be allowed 
you partly by cancelling the tax chargeable in respect of your 
pension, and as to the balance by way of repayment without the 
necessity of a formal claim by you. You will no doubt appre- 
ciate this arrangement which will apply generally throughout 
i Service and will save both you and the authorities a consid- 

table amount of trouble. 

I should be glad to know hetiier, if the matter is dealt with 
in this way, you will be entirely satisfied. *» Yours, etc. 

(N.B.-—The italics are my own). 

The naive query at the end of this amazing document seems 
somewhat superfluous. We can imagine a glad chorus of affirm- 
atives arising ‘‘throughout the Service.’’ 

But would anyone reading either of these two iter quite 
impartially, imagine for one moment that there isin existence 
a law known as the ‘‘Married Women’s Property Act. 

In the second letter the husband is teld in a fit of spontan- 
eous generosity that he can have his wife’s money without even 
being put to the trouble of making ‘‘a formal claim’’ for it and 


~ will he be satisfied with this. The wife is as completely ignored 


as if she were a mere block of wood whose existence counted for 
nothing whatever (of covrse in the Income Tax Act she is only 
the equivalent of an “* infant, lunatic, idiot or insane person.’’). 

Imagine the feelings of intelligent women who find such 
things left lving about by careless husbands and who. discover 
that cheques representing their money have been sent as offered 
in the circular. . 

The average man would always rather receive cash or credit 
than have to shell out income tax for himself, and he not un-’ 
naturally succumbs to such blandishments as the above circular. 

Many women have been greatly surprised, on making it i 
their business to investigate, to find that their husbands are pay- . 
ing no income tax whatever, the man’s liability being covered 
or often more than covered by the tax overpaid by deduction . x 
from the wife’s dividends, rents, &c. I have acasein mind ofa e 
woman who has an income of £50 a year from which £15 is de- | 
ducted for income tax leaving her £35 only. She has several 
children, and her husband allows £1 a week for housekeeping. . 
The £15 a year she is losing goes to pay her husband’s income cae ; 
tax although he is better off than she is. ¥ 

This method of obtaining men’s income tax through their 
Wives is so insidious that in many cases the husbands themselves 
are hardly consciovs of it. If all husbands were obliged: honestly — 
to ask themselves the question ‘“‘Is my wife paving my income “A 
tax or any part of it ’? they would be possibly surprised at, and 
(perhaps) ashamed of, the answer pice prose have to gi PO, eas ae ae 
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It has frequently happened that men have told me quite 
innocently that they cannot understand why they are not called 
upon to pay income tax, or only a very insignificant amount 
compared with their incumes. These men have failed to realise 
until it has been laboriously explained to them that their income 
tax is being paid by their wives (who, in their turn have paid too 
much). 

Concessions in regard to income tax are being made to those 
who clamour enough, for instance to the Co-operative Societies, 
to business men over their excess profits tax, and so forth. Let 
married women too say out quite loud that they must have the 
Married Women’s Property Act respected, not as a ‘‘concession’’ 
but as an absolute right. Worry your members of Parliament, 
that is what they are for. Ask questions at political meetings 
and at election times. Never mind whether you have an income 
of your own or not, you might have some day if you haven’t now. 
The Government challenges our rights and it is up to all of us to 
assert them; with no uncertain voice. Don’t be put off with evas- 
ions, equivocations and camouflage. Remember there is only 
cne question to be asked by us and answered by our represent- 
-atives and that is—Does the Government unconditionally and un- 
equivocally accept the Married Women’s Property Act or does 
it not. Make your member answer ‘‘yes’”’ or ‘‘no’’ without any 
qualification or reservation. 

In Sweden a law has just passed making the partners in 
marriage absolutely equal in every relation. Englishwomen also 
want equality in the marriage relation. The aggregation of the 
income of husband and wife is quite unnecessary, this country 
is surely not yet so bankrupt that marriage, like trade, must pay 
an “‘excess profits’’ tax (which is what marriage involves at pres- 
ent) in order to save the nation from ruin. If, however, it were 
necessary, is statesmanship so barren of ideas that it can only 
achieve aggregation by saying that all the income (his wife’s and 
his own) belongs to the husband, why not say the income of the 
wife belongs to the husband and the income of the husband be- 
longs to the wife. This gives aggregation of the total just as 
much as the present way, and would not affect the revenue. Or 
why not say the income of married persons be deemed to be one 
income jointly owned. This also gives aggregation of the income, 
and neither husband or wife is placed in a subordinate position 
thereby, or made subject to indignity or disability. 

But the best of all ways is to clamour for respect to be 
shown. to the Married Women’s Property Act by removing from 
income tax those objectionable words “‘the income of a married 
woman belongs to her husband’’ and thus abolishing the penalty 
on marriage which could never have come about but from these 
words having been inserted in an act 120 years ago, which, proves 
it is high time they were removed, together with the clause about 
‘“Gnfants, lunatics, married women, idiots and insane persons.”’ 


ENS “IL 


JOIN THE 
WOMEN’S FREEDOM LEAGUE 
AND WORK WITH US 
TO GET WOMEN INTO 
PARLIAMENT! 








